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'Oldest House' 
has Catholic link 

By Msgr. Bryan Walsh 

Earlier this monih, a piece of Miami’s history and more specifically a piece of 
Miami’s Catholic past was enshrined at Lummus Park. In a simple ceremony 
attended by about 75 people, the Dade Heritage Foundation marked the restoration of 
the Wagner homestead, the oldest home in Dade County. Among those attending 

was Mattie Wagner, a member of the family that built the house. 

For Catholics of South Florida this 130-ycar-old house has a very special signifi¬ 
cance. It was in this house that the first recorded Catholic Mass in Dade County was 
celebrated in January 1872 by Father Peter Dufau, a priest of the Diocese of Sl 
A ugustine. He had been sent to Miami by Bishop Augusune Verot, the first Bishop 
of St Augustine to open a mission among the Seminoles. ■ r\ a 

At that time, apart from the Seminoles, there were about fourteen families in Dade 
county and a few single men. Father Dufau’s mission was unsuccessful because he 
could find no one willing or knowledgeable enough to lead him into the Everglades 
to deliver a letter from Bishop Verot to the Seminole Chief. Few of the settlers even 
uaded with the Indians. 

Three years later, the Wagners, the only Catholic family among the setUers were 
visited by Bishop Verot While there, he celebrated Mass in the homestead and 
confirmed the entire Wagner family . On that visit he menuons in his diary that he 
met with the Indians, but gives no details. That summer, a small chapel w^ built on 
the grounds of the Wagner Homestead and served as a Catholic chapel until its 
distruction by fire in the 1890’s. », • 

It was replaced by Holy Name Church, completed in Jan. 1898, the year Miami 
was incorporated as a city, with John B. Reilly, a Catholic, as its first mayor. 

William Wagner had come to Miami from Charleston, S.C. in 1855 and opened a 
store at Fort Dallas, near the mouth of the Miami River. He built his home at 

Wagner’s Creek, near where Jackson Memorial Hospital stands today. 

For 40years, his home was to be the gathering place for the few pioneer Catholics 
and occasional visiting priests until the establishment of Holy Name mission served 
by the Jesuits from West Palm Beach in 1986. Out of this mustard seed of the Faith 
grew the Church of Miami, 130 years later, some 1.1 million faithful. 

Two previous attempts to establish the Church in this area had ended in failure. In 
1567, a Jesuit from Havana, Brother Francisco Villareal established a mission among 
the Tequesta Indians on the shores of Biscayne Bay. The mission had to be aban¬ 
doned in 1569. 

In 1743, two Italian Jesuits from Havana made another attempt. However within a 
short time, they were forced to give up the effort by the Governor of Havana, who 
could not guarantee their protection. 

There is not doubt but that Mass would have been celebrated at these short lived 
missions, but no record remains. For this reason, the Wagner homestead had 
particular significance since it is the earliest documented location of a Mass in Dade 
County. Now that the building has been restored by the Dade Heritage Trust, a 
suitable plaque should be placed on the building recalling its significance in the 
religious history of Dade County. 


























